APPENDIX IV

WATTS AS A TECHNICIAN
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THE CURATOR OF THE WATTS GALLERY

Watts's early painting was influenced by Lawrence and Etty, At the
beginning of the nineteenth century the so-called silver picture was
painted in rivalry to the golden picture of the Old Masters. The
old painters, with their chiaroscuro, were going out of fashion, and were
referred to as 'The Black Masters'* In the silver picture, breadth lay in the
middle tones and greys, and the accents, instead of being made with lights
tended to be darks. Watts did many small pictures in this light key. The
Wounded Heron and Miss Hopkins, both in the Compton Gallery, are good
examples. Few people would know such pictures were by Watts and
there must be many hanging unidentified in country houses. They are
carefully but deftly painted.

After his visit to Florence, Watts came under various Italian influences.1
The small version ofLcidy Holland in the Compton Gallery, seems to mark
the transition stage. Here the beautiful transparent greys are obtained by
passing white over a warm glaze. This sketch appears to be in an un-
finished state and an underpainting, probably with lean oil and in grey,
has been glazed with brown and subsequently coloured with scumbles
and glazes. This is very like the practice of William Etty.

But in Italy Watts was especially attracted by fresco. After some un-
successful attempts, in which he experienced difficulties with the materials,
he made a compromise and painted his large Tales from Boccaccio (Tate
Gallery) and Echo (Tate Gallery) with underpaintings of distemper on
canvas. This has lasted well and has not shaled off in spite of the rolling of
the canvases for travelling. Later in life Watts wished to revive this tech-
nical method but found no colourman in England who knew how to
prepare a distemper which would not crack off the canvas.

The advantages of distemper are that it is lean, an advisable quality for
an underpainting, and easy to handle over large surfaces. It must be
remembered that Watts was not a strong man. In Tales from Boccaccio the

1 Watts had several pictures of the fourteenth century Venetian School in his possession.
He acquired them in Italy and brought them home to England.
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